
ON TRACK WITH MDT 
 
When we rewrote MDT’s mission statement a couple of years ago, we stated that MDT’s 
mission is to serve the public by providing a transportation system and services that 
emphasize quality, safety, cost effectiveness, economic vitality and sensitivity to 
environment. 
 
Our mission, though complex, guides our every action, for we do more than just build 
and maintain Montana’s roads.  We register pilots and aircraft and provide the state’s air 
search and rescue training/operations.  We design bridges and roadways and monitor 
traffic safety issues.  We work with local and tribal governments on short and long-range 
construction programs – and on augmenting local efforts through our Community 
Transportation Enhancement Program, or CTEP.  We enforce the regulations relating to 
commercial motor carriers’ vehicle weight and size.  We produce the state’s biennial map 
and provide traveler information services (511, the RWIS cameras and so forth).  And, 
among other things, we build and maintain a number of state-owned rest areas. 
 
Because we are a vast state dotted with long stretches of bare roads, Montana’s rest areas 
provide an important rest break, and we take our responsibility of providing that service 
seriously. 
 
Given the unique challenges of building and maintaining such a facility in Montana, we 
have been looking at ways to improve facility construction/maintenance, and our facility 
at Sweet Grass serves as testament to that effort. 
 

 
 
Our goal in designing this rest area was simple: to create a prototype that would address 
the issues of safety, energy efficiency and aesthetics in a user-friendly manner. 
 
Our first step was to survey rest area users and assess design issues, after which we began 
designing the prototype. 
 
By working with D.T. Architecture, P.C., we created the concept of a “local wall” that 
would provide a consistently recognizable form and a central location for rest area 



functions, yet would allow for some flexibility depending on the region’s natural 
resources.  This means that things such as the picnic shelters and utility spaces are located 
in niches within the wall, with the rest area “building” strategically located to provide a 
southern exposure that maximizes passive heating in the winter and shaded protection 
during the summer.  It also means that we used building materials and trades that were 
available locally – and that the design and materials fit well with the Hi-Line’s rocky 
sandstone cliffs.  Native grasses, which were used throughout, add to the aesthetics while 
cutting down on the need for irrigation, mowing and fertilization. What’s more, the 
building contains new features that make it safer and more user-friendly, including a 
facility that is fully visible from the parking lot and that contains a common lobby for 
men and women.  The lobby houses area information and maps, drinking fountains and 
access to eight single-use restrooms, which, again, are designed to be user-friendly: four 
are handicapped accessible; two are designated unisex; three are women’s; and three are 
men’s.  All of the restrooms contain baby seats, and four have diaper-changing stations. 
 
Since the Sweet Grass facility opened last spring, we have received many positive 
comments about the facility, with folks surveyed making written comments such as, 
“Prize winning site” and “Need more rest areas like THIS ONE!”  We have had requests 
for Canadian maps and better directional signs, and we’ve worked to address those issues 
promptly.  Overall, the prototype is a huge success, and we will be applying this and 
other innovative designs when we build/reconstruct future rest areas. 
 
As always, we will continue to garner the public’s input as we work to improve our 
system and services.  Doing so is key to staying “on track,” not just with our mission, but 
also with you, our valued customers. 
 
Dave Galt 
Director 
 
 
 
 


